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Abstract 
We are using the COP (Community of Practice) model as a conceptual framework to explore professors’ experiences and to 
understand educational leadership in Research University (RU). This research utilized the qualitative method, interviewing 
twenty professors from universities in Malaysia and overseas as well as conducting two focus group interviews with university 
leaders from two universities. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and the data were categorized into themes. The 
findings indicated that through COP of professors, we can understand the process of how they conduct their jobs such as in 
teaching, research and consultancy. Through the COP, we can develop educational leadership for RU. 
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1. Introduction 
As partners in nation building, universities and Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in Malaysia are entrusted 
to sustain the quality of higher education and to ensure that Malaysia will become an educational hub, locally and 
internationally. To uphold this effort, academic leadership should cogently be geared towards excellence. This noble 
initiative which will also support the establishment of a viable higher education system and research universities is 
vital and timely in fulfilling the Malaysian government and MOHE’s (2007) aspiration of developing future human 
capital with a first class mentality.  
Malaysia wishes to establish world class university (WCU) among the public and private universities in the 
country. As such, concept like Research University (RU) is introduced, emphasizing on rankings of our university in 
the world. Studies indicated that the success of many organizations is due to the leadership factor. Salmi (2009) 
highlighted the importance of having a strong leadership team as one of the prerequisites to establish a world class 
university. In order for the Malaysian university to compete world wide it needs a new kind of leadership that is 
considered effective and relevant in a fast changing world. A WCU leader must be able to address issues and 
activities including: 
1. Nurturing academic excellence in all field of human inquiry for their university 
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2. Championing leading research  
3. Sustaining healthy academic freedom 
4. Recruiting and retaining high quality talents namely; lecturers, researchers, and support staff 
5. Generating funding and other income 
6. Establishing global alliance and network as part of internationalization effort 
7. Practicing the art of good university governance. 
In this study, we view academic leadership as a ‘self-designed’ lifelong learning process. Hence, we join a 
number of authors who view leadership learning as a form of participation and interaction within specific socio-
cultural settings (Vygotsky, 1962; Bruner, 1991; Engestrom, 1987; Suchman, 1987; Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Chaiklin & Lave, 1993; Wertsch et al., 1995; Wenger, 1998; Engestrom, 2001), and we are using the 
Communities of Practice (COP) model (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) as a conceptual framework to 
explore academic leaders’ experiences to understand academic leadership.  
This conceptual framework is used to analyze and interpret how these academic leaders gain access and 
recognition into their communities of practice in academia, how they sustain this recognition within the cultures of 
these communities of practice and, above all, how the whole participation process facilitates the formation of their 
academic leadership identity. By using the communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, Wenger, 
2002) model to explore the career experiences of academic leaders at different stages of their careers, this paper 
argues that a successful academic career and leadership development does not only depend on one’s academic and 
pedagogic qualifications, but also relies on one’s ability to appropriately position oneself in a process entrenched in 
power relations, ideology and culture within various COPs that one participates in locally and globally. This 
negotiation process will then help them to become subject or thought leaders of their respective academic 
disciplines. These thought leaders then formed a strong educational leadership team in research universities. 
1.1. The Research Questions
1)  How do university leaders and professors lead their institutions?  
2) What are the key elements that guide these university leaders and professors in undertaking their roles in 
developing their institutions?  
2.0 Literature Review  
2.1. The use of the Communities of Practice Model in Understanding Academic Leadership Development 
With its significant focus connecting participation within work practice to identity construction, we believe tha
each COP provides the venue to explore how individuals ‘grow’ throughout different stages in their careers. Lave &
Wenger’s (1991) COP model originates from a social theory of learning. A COP is: 
…a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential 
and overlapping communities of practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic condition for the 
existence of knowledge, not least because it provides the interpretative support necessary for making 
sense of its heritage. Thus, participation in the cultural practice in which any knowledge exists is an 
epistemological principle of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991: 98)  
2.2. How are Communities of Practice Viewed in Academia?
COP model, as used in this study, refers not only to a group of academics in universities, but also to others outside
academia whose ‘mutual engagement, accountability to the enterprise and negotiability of the repertoire’ (Wenger
1998: 152-153) centre on research, teaching, writing, networking and managing (Blaxter et al., 1998). These other
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include publishers, consultants and other practitioners who normally collaborate with academics in their work practice
The boundary of practice cuts across national and international divides. As such, it is important to note that the use o
the term ‘community’ does not usually ‘imply harmony or collaboration’ (Wenger, 1998: 85). The possibilities for
disagreements and conflict among its members are ever present within COP. In general, individual academic belongs
to various COPs throughout their careers. According to Billett (2001) and Boud & Middleton (2003), different COPs
provide different opportunities for learning. Mutual engagement in these COPs implies that individuals constantly
contribute and gain various social supports from others within their social networks. As community members
individuals generate their identities through continuous engagement with the orientation shared within their various
COPs. In academic socialisation, the academicians learn to master the strategies, normally in the form of embedded or
tacit knowledge and skills, through their exposure to the ‘hidden curriculum’ (Delamont et al., 2000), or ‘the rules and
the trade of a given practice’ (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). The exposure to new situations and experiences transforms
individuals’ attitudes and identities towards the practice of their communities.  
Using a COP model to explore the everyday realities of academic leadership development enables us to investigate
how academic leaders learn throughout their careers and constantly develop their identities as professionals. 
3.0 Methodology 
As our research questions require the academics to construct and provide meanings based on their self-
perceptions on their career and leadership experiences, we chose qualitative research approach as our methodology. 
Informed by the phenomenological research approach, this study explores the career and leadership development 
experiences of local and overseas university leaders. This research examined the experience of professors as they go 
through their careers and identifying their leadership development through the process. It utilized the qualitative 
method, interviewing twenty professors from universities in Malaysia, the United Kingdom and the United States as 
well as conducting two focus group interviews with leaders from two universities who are professors themselves. 
Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and the data were coded and categorized into themes Other 
approaches could have been undertaken and other questions asked, but an in-depth, semi-structured qualitative 
interviewing and documentary analysis to researching academics’ lived experiences enabled us to depict the 
evolving sequence of how these individual academics learn and grow in their careers. In this study, cross-validation 
of primary and secondary sources was carried out to confirm events and other details included in the academics’ 
career stories. The main aim was to carry out triangulation and achieve trustworthiness and dependability (Patton, 
2002). Interviews were transcribed verbatim, including pauses, laughs and other remarks. The analysis started as 
soon as transcribing was completed. 
4.0 Findings and Discussions 
4.1. Research Question 1: How do university leaders lead their institutions?  
The findings revealed related themes in most of the academics’ career stories.  
The academic leaders in the study gave illustrative accounts of their duties and goals towards becoming a broad-
minded figurehead, an expert or authority in their subject area, a role model and an eminent researcher and scholar
prior to leading their respective institutions. These are the identities that they continuously negotiated throughout the
different stages in their careers. Although these findings demonstrate that there is no specific or particular way of
becoming an academic leader, there are recurrent themes about their academic leadership qualities found in most of
their career stories:  
According to the informants, the qualities needed by the university leaders, prior and while leading their
universities are as follows: (1) Strong determination (2) Integrity (3) Boldness (4) Perseverance (5) Ambition (6)
Creativity (7) Imagination (8) Curiosity (9) Originality and (10) Contribution to others. 
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According to the informants, ‘becoming an academic leader’ refers to a continuous process of participating and
positioning themselves within various COPs in their careers. In becoming an academic leader, an individual constantly
develops his or her anchor, core area or ‘conceptual framework’ (Henkel, 2000; Kogan, 2000), and simultaneously
uses his or her expertise to contribute to each COP to which he or she belongs. Their contributions are performed
through various activities such as teaching, research, publications, presentation at conferences, and other intellectua
discourses governed by the ‘invisible colleges of [their] subject areas and disciplines’ (Kogan, 2000: 211) and other
COPs which they have chosen to participate in. Becoming an academic leader involves not only ‘entering and coming
to know’ (Trowler & Knight, 2000; Tight, 2003), but also negotiating access, participating actively and continuously
positioning themselves as full participants. For the professors, becoming an academic leader was a constant process
entrenched in power relations, ideology and culture within the various COPs that they participated in. 
4.2. Research Question 2: What are the key elements that guide these university leaders in undertaking their roles in 
developing their institutions?  
Instead of looking at an academic leader as a passive participant within the social structures provided by the
communities that he or she belongs to, the findings provided evidence of the individual’s agency in constructing his or
her  academic  identity.  An  academic  leader  is  both  a  sculptor  and  a  sculpture  of  his  or  her  academic  identity.  The
construction of one’s academic leadership identity involves the dynamic interaction between individual projects and
the rules determined by his or her COPs.  
The formation of one’s academic identity involves a combination of one’s individual project and one’s fulfilment 
of roles that are strongly determined by one’s COPs and institutions. The academics in this study stressed that the 
process is not a passive act of being absorbed or moulded by one’s academic discipline. Instead, it involves an active 
and reciprocal interaction between the individual academics and their COPs.
The university leaders and professors develop their competencies through: 
1. Their abilities to gain access to participate in more complex activities 
2. An access that creates an interaction among academics’ individual self-directed projects or ‘self-designed
apprenticeship’ (Arthur et al., 1999), the ‘guided learning through work’ (Billett, 2002) and structures provided by
the various COPs in academia 
3. Mastering the ‘knowing how’ to do the job (procedural), ‘knowing why’ one is doing the job (meaning) and
‘knowing whom’ (relationship) in one’s academic career (Arthur et al., 1999). These career competencies were
mastered through the academics’ continuous exposure to diverse cues and experiences.   
5.0 Conclusion  
A significant conclusion of the study is that the academic leaders continuously learn to position themselves in a 
process embedded with power relations, ideology and culture within various COPs that they participated in 
throughout their academic careers. Progressing from a lecturer to a professor only represents the identifiable 
objective dimension of one’s career. Significantly, intertwined within this identifiable position is the subjective 
dimension of career, which involves recognition and transformation of one’s identity as an academician.  
The following are some recommendations explaining the professors’ approach in bringing about educationa
leadership development in their institutions. These recommendations were made by them in the study. 
1. Individual academic leader should develop a broad understanding of how the higher education system works 
and how they could relate to this system. 
2. Individual academic leader should learn to negotiate access into various COPs via activities such as research, 
teaching, writing, managing and networking throughout their academic careers. 
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3. Individual academic leader and institutions could jointly form a rich context for making explicit the informal 
and tacit processes in academia through activities such as apprenticeship, mentoring and networking. 
4. Institutions like Ministry of Higher Education and universities could document empirical findings and 
develop a database that can facilitate the mastery of academic leadership practice that relates to ways of 
knowing namely; knowing why, knowing how and knowing whom in diverse contexts and fields of study. 
5. Individual academic leaders, special interest groups and institutions could provide more opportunities for 
continuous mutual learning among academics at all levels so as to increase their understanding and ability to 
ensure that collegiality in academia works successfully. 
Through the COP, we can develop educational leadership for Research Universities.  
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